Deposition of C3b/iC3b leads to the concealment of antigens, immunoglobulins and bound C1q in complement-activating immune complexes.
Complement activation by bound IgG in serum at physiological concentrations is reflected in the deposition of C3b/iC3b in the absence of antigenic expression of the IgG or of any bound C1q on the target. The aim of this study was to investigate the functional requirements for this phenomenon and to establish its relationship to a release or concealment of the antigens. Microtiter wells coated with IgG by direct adsorption or by binding of IgG antibodies to pre-adsorbed homologous antigen were incubated with serum or serum reagents at 37 degrees C. The complement reaction was analyzed by ELISA to quantitate bound or released reaction products, and the release of IgG from the coated microtiter wells was gauged radiometrically. In the presence of serum, rapid binding of C1q and C3b occurred and was soon followed by a rapid loss of C1q expression; C3b binding remained high. Loss of IgG paralleled that of C1q. The functional requirement for the reaction was restricted to the activation and deposition of C3b/iC3b but was dependent of the combined function of the classical and alternative complement pathways. The loss of the IgG antigen was solely the result of antigen concealment, whereas the loss of C1q was only partly so. In biological terms, the concealment of bound IgG and C1q may reflect mechanisms by which complement down-regulates leukocyte responses stimulated by ligand-cell membrane receptor interactions.